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Government has to be complimented for having taken the steps to establish National Innovation Foundation to prepare a national register of innovations and create wider awareness about these innovations. There are several complimentary steps, which need to be taken up for augmenting NIF and related initiatives. In this note I am outlining these steps so that India becomes innovative and globally competitive. And at the same time spur the small sector to unfold its dynamic potential nationally.

1. Building bridges between informal innovations and formal science  and technology institutions: Innovation Financing Fund

Despite our best efforts, we have not been to get much research done so far in formal R & D labs on the already documented around ten thousand innovations and outstanding examples of traditional knowledge. With current emphasis on generation of resources by  each of this scientific lab, getting such research done may become even more difficult. We need a dedicated fund of say RS 50 crore to be used for sponsoring time bound research to add value to grassroots innovations. The research may be sponsored in private as well as public sector labs. To give an illustration about the inadequacy of existing institutional arrangements, let me take the example of the herbal patents. In a recent study  using Derwent pharmaceutical database. I looked at all the herbal patents issued globally. About 45 percent of these patents were owned by Chinese, 22 percent by Japanese and 16 percent by Russians followed by European union,  USA etc. India figured no where. The first 100 patents were by individuals. Thus if we have to add value to local knowledge and file patents in the name of communities and our local healers and the scientists, we can also make our presence felt in this strategic area. I am not restricting my coverage here to classic system of Indian medicine but I am focusing on the folkloric tradition, which is far more diverse and vigorous than the codified knowledge systems. The proposed Innovation Financing fund will sponsor research at various public and private sector labs to add value to herbal pesticides, veterinary  medicines, farm implements, natural dyes, growth regulators etc. These green innovations will help improve the environment and also generate new jobs in decentralized innovation based enterprises.

2. Venture promotion and financing system for small innovations

First of all, the venture financing activity itself is highly skewed in favour of innovators who may have collateral to offer or may already have done some business development. Perhaps the situation is going to change in view of the recent report by a committee of SEBI. However, I am referring to a segment, which may not be covered by any venture fund even after all the reforms. For instance the TePP ( Techno-prenurial promotion programme)  covers the financial need of innovations only up to Rs five lacs and the most venture funds don’t touch investment less than one crore. So we have a gap between the range of Rs. five lacs to one crore. The experience of Gujarat Grassroots Innovation Augmentation Network set up by SRISTI,IIM and Gujarat Government demonstrate tremendous potential which exists for commercialization of grassroots innovation with or without value addition from outside. We need to set up GIANs in different states and the proposed fund of about rupees two hundred crores may be used to enable these GIANs to provide equity or non-equity based soft loans within an element of risk cover. We should provide funds, which will cover the transition of an idea to innovation(stage one), from innovation to product (stage two) and from product or service to entrepreneurship(stage three). The stage one and stage two of these three stage process are  much more risky and therefore, may require a more accommodative and sympathetic financial scheme.

3. Mobilizing science and technology students in technical institutions for solving problems of small scale sector. 

Thousands of technology students all over the country take up projects mostly quite divorced from the real life needs of a small scale sector. It is necessary that we do technology benchmarking of various sectors, identify crucial technology gapsand sponsor projects with attractive compensation to students in various technology institutions. This will help transform the quality of the students and also generate the solution for the small scale sector which has to become competitive very fast. A fund for financing such projects could be created in the non-governmental institutions so that science and technology problems of small scale industry and agro-enterprises can be tackled in a time bound manner.

4. Patenting system for small innovation.

It is well known that most of the jobs in the economy are created by the small enterprises. It is also well known that ability of these enterprises to license a standard international patent costing Rs. 8 to 10 lacs is very limited. Without becoming innovative these enterprises cannot become competitive. We have to think of a two track patent system. One of the conventional kind and second specifically geared to small innovations and small enterprises. We may be able to provide 8 to 10 year protection with 5 to 7 claims per  application and a very fees (less than Rs.500). Such a patent should be granted within maximum of three months (unlike the present system were a delay of 4 to 5 years is almost a rule). This kind of patent system will help in invigorating small sector. It will require creating a large knowledge network where potential investor and entrepreneurs can access the innovations to convert the innovations into product. 

5. Dedicated fund for upgrading the technological status of women based activities.

Large number of every day activities performed by women involve the use of technologies which have remained almost under developed for a long time. An outstanding example is the pulley to draw water, the design of which did not undergo a change for more than thousand years till it was posed to a network of grassroots innovators by SRISTI. Accordingly Amruthbhai of Pikhor village designed the modified pulley which did not require the energy to be used for holding the rope in its place. Like wise gum scrapersg have been designed to enable poor women to collect gum from the thorny dry regions.

National Innovation Foundation may be entrusted with additional responsibilities benchmarking the technology needs of self employed or wage employed disadvantaged women and commission time bound problem solving projects or solution augmenting project (the later are the once which deal with augmenting solutions generated already by women or men innovators).

There are many more areas where science and technology system can be made more vibrant and responsive to the needs of real India. Basically we need a new outlook and new determination, which will overcome the tendency to remain, trapped in trivia. Large number of our post graduate students have no training in preparing and submitting competitive grant proposals. The result is that the same senior people continue to get most of the grants and thereby prevent innovations from taking place. Initiatives like TePP programme  and NIF have had to wait for 50 years. It is time that we infuse a greater determination and dedication in innovation financing system geared to tiny and small sector. It is these multitudes of grassroots green innovations which will help transform the rural and urban India. The knowledge rich –economically poor people has to become one of the major focus of S & T financing policy. We should setup many more incubators in different parts of the country. At the same time public television and radio should also be geared to change the mind set of the country and make it more innovative and optimistic. It has been almost a year during which Doordarshan has  decided not to take any action on a proposal to broadcast a series called as India Innovates during prime time. The funds, institutions, culture of the research organizations and overall mind set have to be synergised  to make India inventive and innovative. Dr.Mashelkar's initiative and support from DST and DSIR for bringing grassroot innovators to the recent science congress in Pune created a new milestone in the field of linking science and society. It is obvious that the churning process going on in our country at present will generate new signs of hope, building upon science and technology capability of the country. There is no need for a competition between the  ‘big’ science and the ‘little’ science and we need to create support systems for both but particularly the latter.  The little science gets much less resources, attention, respect, recognition and reward.
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